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In 1875, the future prospects for the Colony of Queensland 
looked very bright. The hardest of the pioneering days were over, 
closer settlement was taking place in agricultural areas and the 
discovery of the Charters Towers (1872) and Palmer (1873) 
goldfields promised to continue the mining development which had 
begun at Canoona in 1858, and which had been stimulated by the 
discovery of the Gympie field in 1867. Pastoral development and 
the new gold fields lent new impetus to the expansion of the 
northern 'frontier' of the Colony. All these factors combined to 
imbue the colonists with a marked sense of optimism and to 
restore their faith in the values of 'progress', after the finaiicial 
disaster of 1866. The one cloud on an otherwise tmlimited horizon 
was the fact that the population of Queensland contained people 
of non-European stock '. These were the South Sea Islanders 
brought as labourers to Queensland from 1863 onwards; the 
Aboriginals, increasingly suffering reduction of numbers, but stUl 
a significant presence on the 'frontier'; and the Chinese, who had 
first come to Queensland in small numbers in the 1840s, long 
before Separation. This presence, amounting to about 10% of 
the total population, constituted an obvious impediment to the 
achievement of an homogeneous population, an eminently desirable 
target in the eyes of many of the European colonists. 
This desire for homogeneity was associated with a conscious-
ness of the remote convict origins of the Colony and its dependence 
upon the United Kingdom. Both factors contributed to a com-
munity sense of inferiority which was reflected in a strong sense 
of social conformity ^ Social deviancy of any sort could not be 
tolerated for it was too obvious a sign of failure. As an example, 
in 1878, the then Colonial Secretary, Arthur Palmer, expressed 
the view that : 
It was most undesirable to have benevolent patients in 
the neighbourhood of a town . . . it was exceedingly un-
pleasant for the inhabitants . . . and gave a bad impression 
of the colony to all visitors .^ 
As a further example, it is significant that in the Census of 1876 
there is one table which details, by Electoral and Census Districts, 
the number of Chinese, Polynesians, Prisoners, Lunatics and 
Inmates of Charitable Institutions present in the Colony". It was 
into this society that large numbers of Chinese came after 1874, a 
society aware of the extent of its non-European content and already 
deeply involved in poUtical argument concerning the continuation 
of the South Sea Island labour trade, and the whole question of 
the presence and admission of non-Europeans. 
In the three years from 1875 to 1877, almost 22,000 Chinese 
arrived in Cooktown .^ They were not only physically and cultur-
ally different, but they also seemed determined to win gold from 
the Colony and return with it to China, without adding in any 
way to the prosperity to Queensland. W. H. Yaldwyn, a member 
of the Legislative Council, referred metaphorically to the effect 
that Chinese immigration would have on the colony : 
Queensland was like a young and vigorous forest tree, 
giving promise of a magnificient maturity; but a parasite 
was at its root, insidious in its approach, inevitable as fate; 
it grew on and on and unless primed away with a ruthless 
hand the noxious growth would involve the whole fabric 
in decay and death *. 
To legitimize their grievances against the Chinese the Euro-
peans erected a stereotyped picture of Chinese vice which they 
applied to the whole Chinese commimity. Part of their conception 
had its basis in fact. Some of the immigrants did work very hard 
and for very low wages, a proportion of them did smoke opium 
and frequent brothels, and a very small number even had smallpox 
and leprosy. The error of the colonists lay in applying this stereo-
type inflexibly to the whole Chinese society. European antipathy 
to the Chinese was a crucial factor in the Chinese community's 
failure to adapt to Queensland conditions. But it has often been 
overestimated and proffered as the complete explanation for 
Chinese non-assimilation. This article is an attempt to study the 
elements in the Chinese group itself that may have precluded their 
adaptation to our society. 
Dundas Crawford, a member of the British Consulate at 
Shanghai, described the arrival of a shipload of Chinese immigrants 
at Cooktown in 1877 : 
They pass through the town in batches of six to ten, in 
single file but never singly, each coolie carrying his own 
bamboo pole brought from China . . . Men walking with 
apparent nonchalance on the footpath act as guides, and 
the different files, never expressing surprise or any other 
emotion, never mixing together, and never stopping, carry 
their loads straight to the place assigned them; most to the 
camping ground beyond the town, where the greatest 
regularity is observed in the disposition of the tents; a 
select few go to the various accommodation houses, repre-
senting branches of the "Sheathed Sword Society" or other 
organisation ^. 
From Cooktown, the Chinese groups, still in single file, pro-
ceeded to the gold fields. Their 'invasion' seemed never ending, 
and their highly organised and quite alien community appeared 
'as independent of outside assistance as a Prussian army'. As 
most of the Chinese immigrants were intent on making their 
fortune and returning as quickly as possible to China, they found 
it simpler to maintain their own way of life rather than adopt the 
customs of the Queensland colonists. Also the language barriers 
and the extreme poverty of many of the migrants made any changes 
difficult. Thus the arrivals were received on the wharf by Chinese 
agents, lodged in Chinese houses, equipped for the gold fields by 
Chinese storekeepers and fed by Chinese importers, fishermen and 
gardeners. Naturally, some Chinese established themselves in the 
Colony and decided to stay. They cut off their pigtails, exchanged 
their comfortable dress for the shirt and trousers of the Australian 
bushman and occasionally converted to Christianity and married 
European women. Nevertheless the vast majority remained what 
one of their opponents termed, 'intractable lumps, not acted upon 
by any poHtical or social solvent, and irritating the body politic 
to which they will not accommodate themselves' ^. In the same 
years that 22,000 Chinese arrived in Queensland, 8,000 left by 
ship for China'. At the end of the century there were only 8,587 
remaining in the Colony 'o. The period they spent in Queensland 
was only a brief sojourn, and their relationships with Queenslanders 
were an example of an unsuccessful culture contact situation. 
Very Uttle evidence remains of the form that the Chinese 
society took in Queensland in this period. It would appear that 
they organised themselves into a host of voluntary associations 
similar to those they had in South China. But it is very difficult 
to determine the membership basis of these groups or to assess 
the extent of their power. In the early days of immigration these 
groups enabled the Chinese to function as a united and independent 
social entity. But as the century progressed, the functions and 
loyalties of the associations were eroded, and the unity and self 
sufficiency of the Chinese was impaired. The shop signs in Cook-
town all implied a sense of the coalition and co-operation of the 
Chinese there. They were called, 'New Public Profit', 'New Co-
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operative Profit', 'Great Public Combination', and 'Union Begats 
Union'. But the interests of economic gain predominated and 
the harmony was not complete, or as Dundas Crawford claimed, 
'Consequent Profit' was at variance with the rest " . 
Although this lack of harmony was almost entirely due to 
economic rivalry, it was also partially attributable to the lack of 
homogeneity amongst the immigrants. Most of the Chinese in 
Queensland came from Kwangtung, the southern-most province of 
China. But some also emigrated from Fukien province and from 
the ports of Hong Kong and Macao. The Chinese attached great 
importance to their place of origin, and the overseas community 
was organised into a number of different associations whose 
members all came from the same village or district {hsien) in 
China. The immigrants from Fukien were organised into groups 
of villagers or kinfolk while most of the other Chinese organised 
themselves into district associations. In China members of the 
same family had often settled in the one area. Thus the bonds of 
Fukienese villagers were the strong ties between members of a 
Chinese family. People from the same district were tied by pro-
vincial loyalties and by the fact that they spoke a common dialect 
and had similar social customs. Although not all from the same 
surname association, they did maintain allegiance to their families 
in China. Many of them had been encouraged to emigrate so as 
to remit money which would promote the interests and enhance 
the status of their lineage group back home. The different groups 
all transported their customs and rivalries to the Queensland 
situation which meant that the Chinese society was highly frag-
mented. 
As the basic unit of organisation for the Chinese in Queens-
land was that of their county or dialect group, the natives from 
Macao, Swatow, Fukien province and Kwangtung province all 
formed separate associations. The Cantonese were further divided 
into two groups, the League of three yik and the League of four 
yik, or the Sam Yap and Sze Yap associations. These groups 
represented a division between these people that was political and 
sectarian as well as geographical. The Sze Yap members came 
from Hsin-ning, Kai-ping and En-p'ing districts, while the areas 
of the provincial city of Canton, Namhoi, Pan-yu and Santak 
formed the territory of the Sam Yap league. 
The geographical differences were enhanced by status differ-
ences between the urban and provincial people of China. The 
Namhoi and Pan-yu burghers, the headmen of the League of three 
yik, were the wealthiest members of the emigrant community at 
the centres of trade in China and in the various Chinese groups 
overseas. In Cooktown, the wealth of the Nampan League was 
obvious, as they owned the most prominent building in the Chinese 
quarter, an inn and music hall. The Garden of Gold Valleys. Every 
evening it was packed with orderly and silent crowds, who were 
entertained with the music from five or six zittars and drums. 
These wealthy capitalists and financiers had absolute confidence 
in the hegemony of their Nampan League, and affected a private 
contempt in their hatred of the rival League of four yik which 
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would have been presumptuous if it had not been fully reciprocated. 
The Nampan burghers. Canton citizens proper, claimed a 
superiority over their provincial competitors in what both sides 
valued most, the refinements of life, the accessories of wealth and 
the art of money making. Resentment against the weahhy citizens 
of Canton extended beyond the Hakkas of Canton province to the 
Hakkas and Hoklos of Fukien. Dundas Crawford, however 
maintained that in Australia fear of the authorities and the natural 
assuagement of exile had reduced feelings of active hostility to a 
rivalry of sentiment only,' that was not dangerous to the public 
peace '=. 
Occasionally, however, the public peace was disturbed on the 
gold fields when rivalries between different Chinese dialect groups 
assumed riot proportions. In 1875, The Townsville Herald re-
ported a clash between two Chinese societies on the Kennedy and 
Laura fields in which two Chinese were killed '3. In 1878, what 
was to be the largest clash between different societies occurred at 
Lukinville. During the fighting a number of Chinese were killed 
and a large number were seriously wounded. According to a 
number of 'Canton men' who were involved in the struggle, it 
arose : 
mainly from the fact that a comparatively few Chinese 
called 'Macao men' held by force of arms over one hundred 
men's legitimate ground in the Diggings named to the 
exclusion of all comers more especially Chinamen known 
as 'Canton men' the consequence of which conduct was 
that some score of Chinamen principally 'Canton men' 
attempted to occupy the ground so illegally held and a 
fight ensued which was the commencement of the riot '^. 
However, Warden Sellheim saw the claim of the 'Macao men' as 
the legitimate one, as their claim had been rushed after they had 
discovered payaljle gold there ^^ A journaHst who was present 
at the feud, R. Spencer Browne, described it in some detail : 
Without anything that could be called intelligent organi-
sation the battle began — about 6,000 Cantonese against 
2,000 Macao men. Many were armed, mainly with Snider 
rifles or carbines, but others had to get at close quarters 
with sticks, picks, axes and shovels. Some of the Chinese 
were very plucky, and went into battle with determination, 
others were shifty and nervous. It was not unusual for 
a Chinese to look out from behind a tree and spot an 
enemy, say a quarter of a mile away, then dodge back and 
stick the Snider out, pull her off, and then bob out from 
the cover to note the effect of the shot '*. 
Despite this battle, and smaller ones similar to it, the Chinese 
associations generally managed to co-exist quite amicably. Tradi-
tional rivalries still existed between the different groups but their 
jealousies were more often manifested by their disinclination to 
co-operate with each other in work, trade or leisure activities. 
Dialect and provincial differences were also important in 
another type of Chinese association, the secret society. In Cook-
town, the two branches of the Sheathed Sword Society were called 
the 'New' guild and the 'Canton' (Ytieh) guild. In the early days 
of Chinese immigration to Queensland the Sheathed Sword Society 
was the most influential Chinese group. Crawford stated : 
No friendly organisation such as the 'Peace and Harmony' 
Society, Hokwu, no clan guild of Sam-yik or Si-yik; no 
tea company, Yang-wu, nor any of their ramifications, 
however much their members may be bound to them by 
debt, interest or zeal, possesses the preponderating influence 
of this secret 'meng', or sworn fraternity of the Sheathed 
Sword '7. 
Because of its involvement in the Chinese immigration trade, a 
large proportion of the early arrivals to Queensland were members 
of this society. But, precisely because of this wholesale involve-
ment, the group declined along with the fall off in the immigration 
traffic. 
Cooktown, ca. 1890. 
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The Sheathed Sword Society was an offshoot of the South 
China Triad organisation ">. The Triad was originally formed as 
a force in opposition to the establishment in China. Although 
organised on a religious base itself, it was against traditional values 
in the guise of Confucianism. Its creed was founded on the 
correlation of heaven, earth and man. It was 'free from the idylls 
and idols of Buddhist and Taoist superstition' " , and gave 
expression in faith to a triple bond between man, the dead below 
and heaven above. For this reason it was often called the Heaven 
and Earth Society. 
The best known aspect of the Triad society, however, was 
not its religious characteristic but its revolutionary political 
character. Its programme was aimed at overthrowing the Ch'ing 
and restoring the Ming Dynasty. It gained strength in South 
China when the advent of technologically superior Western powers 
exposed the cracks in the armour of the traditional Chinese system. 
But in overseas countries the Triad groups were more often con-
cerned with opposing the non-Chinese authority which was now 
in charge of them. Thus The Age claimed in 1905 that the Triad 
groups in Australia were 'submerged in a sea of petty local 
affairs' 2°, and only slightly involved in the political struggles of 
China. 
Crawford distinguished three branches of secret societies in 
Australia ^ 1. The Australian hong par excellence was headed by 
Kong Meng in Melbourne. The firms belonging to this group all 
had the word 'gold' in their titles — Gold Streams, Gold Profits, 
etc., the term being elliptical for Gold Hills, Kum-san (Australia). 
The next two most influential hongs preserved throughout in the 
names of their agencies, the words, 'flowery' {hwa) — Flowery 
Land, (China) — and 'broad' (kwang) elliptical for the broadlands 
of Canton (Kwangtung) and Kwangse. 
The secret society had a very strong hold over its members. 
In the initiation ceremony they completed a mystical journey 
recreating the 'passion' of the five founder members of the frater-
nity, and then drank a mixture of wine and blood. The members 
were united by the strongest of all Chinese loyalties — that of 
the family. The members became Hung brothers. They were 
joined together to oppose the authorities and the police and to 
render each other mutual assistance. The associates had even to 
serve their own cause at the expense of any position that they 
might occupy in the State. 
Even in China it was difficult to determine the membership 
bases of the Triad Society. One nineteenth century Chinese 
historian saw its members as belonging to five categories that 
were in fact so loose that they were almost totally inclusive. He 
defined its members as : 
Those who wish to promote concord between social classes 
and to assure themselves a political clientele; those who 
are anxious for vain glory, who seek a guarantee of mutual 
aid against adversity and are looking for personal advan-
tage; those without fixed profession who speak only of 
amusement, who smoke opium and gamble; those who 
want to be the strongest, who brandish their cutlasses from 
morning till night, and provoke disorders, the village 
'strong arm men'; finally those whose profession is steal-
• 22 ' 
ing ^^ 
In Queensland the same lack of evidence hampers any study of 
the power and membership of the Triad branches. One can only 
assume that its membership was as broadly based as in China, but, 
after the first few years, they did not appear to be as well organised 
as in South China. 
The members of the various clan societies are easier to classify. 
In 1878 a petition was submitted to the Colonial Secretary by the 
'Canton men' to plead for a redress of the injury done to one of 
their leaders, Sam H a n d " . He had been arrested by Warden 
Sellheim as a vagrant, so as to curtail his activities in the riot 
between the 'Canton men' and the 'Macao men' at the Lukinville 
field. The sixty-seven signatories of this petition all gave their 
occupation. These men all belonged to the Sze Yap association 
and were therefore supposed to be less wealthy than their urban 
Cantonese neighbours, the Sam Yap group. Warden Sellheim, 
Chinese gardener, Cairns. 
himself, noted that 'the principal Chinese firms in Cooktown are 
conspicuous by their absence in this clash'. All of the 'Canton men' 
who signed this petition lived in Charlotte or Adelaide Streets in 
Cooktown. By far the greatest number were storekeepers and 
smaller merchants (47 or 7 0 % ) . The remaining signatories were 
fishmongers (10), cooks (4),. carpenters and clothiers. Iii another 
petition submitted by members of this group to protest against 
the lack of police protection on the roads to the gold fields ^^, the 
greatest percentage of the signatories were packers (67 % ) . A 
sizable group (20%) were storekeepers and smaller merchants. 
The remainder were representative of a fairly wide range of occu-
pations. It would appear then that no dialect group had a 
monopoly of any one occupation, rather each society had its mem-
bers in all the trades and professions that were needed to serve 
its own requirements. The members of one Chinese camp at 
Limestone Creek wrote to the Colonial Secretary to protest against 
aboriginal raids on their property " . They were also members of 
the Sze Yap association and were a completely self sufficient 
Society. In their camp there were twenty butchers and storemen, 
three packers, two gardeners, one slaughterman, one pig farmer, 
four bookkeepers, one hotelkeeper, one parson, two blacksmiths, 
one barber, one doctor, two managers, two cooks, one groom and 
last, but by no means least, one hundred and forty-four miners. 
The Chinese associations were organised hierarchically, the 
leaders being informally recognised on account of their wealth or 
some outstanding personal characteristic. The leaders reflected the 
same wide occupational base as the members. Because of their 
desire to make money, and also because of the economic discrimi-
nation against them by the Europeans, the Chinese in Queensland 
showed great initiative in branching out into new industries. In 
the north they were among the first to start producing rice, sugar 
and fruit for a large commercial market. However, most of these 
wealthy capitalists maintained at least some interest in trade and 
storekeeping. The controllers of the Chinese banana industry in 
North Queensland were some of the wealthy Chinese leaders, 
Ah Ching, See Poy and Tam Sie at Geraldton, Ah Lum at Liver-
pool and Maria Creeks and Kwong Yuen Chong at Townsville " . 
For most of these men the very lucrative banana trade was only 
a small proportion of their larger importing and storekeeping 
interests. The Chinese merchants in Cooktown were also involved 
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in the first commercial tin field in North Queensland at Granite 
Creek, which was supposed to have yielded 760 tons of tin worth 
£38,000 " . One of the most notable examples of Chinese invest-
ment in Queensland was the experiment of the Hop Wah sugar 
and cotton plantation outside Cairns. This property was owned by 
one hundred Chinese from Hong Kong and Andrew Leon, a 
prominent Queensland Chinese 2=. Unfortunately despite con-
tinued large investments from these Chinese their business failed. 
The leading merchants also had large interests in gold mining. 
W. R. O. Hill, the Warden on the Palmer Gold Field for some 
years, quoted one 'Boss' Chinaman as sending home at least 1,000 
ounces of gold each month for quite a while ='. The merchants 
usually contracted a number of labourers to work gold fields in 
which they were interested. Crawford claimed that the merchants 
generally found it more lucrative in mining matters to delegate 
the position and responsibility of labour master of his workers to 
a 'headman' ^o. The merchants preferred to act as the registrar of 
mining guilds, as the banker of the mining captains and as the 
charterer of immigrant ships to bring in his labourers. The system 
that emerged was one of graduated responsibility. The daily task 
of supervision of the miners was done by headmen of co-operative 
gangs or mining captains with bonded labourers and slaves. 
McLean told the Queensland Legislative Assembly in 1876 : 
Thirty or forty perhaps were engaged by a headman, and 
they had to bring him a certain quantity of gold every 
night before they were rationed for the next day^'. 
The various storekeepers on the gold fields often performed 
the function of 'headman'. Their stores came to serve a type of 
community function for the Chinese miners. In the dry season, 
the impoverished miners depended on the storekeepers to give 
them credit and to pay for their mining Hcence, until the rains 
came and they could wash their dirt and reimburse them. The 
Chinese general store became the bank where the miners could 
deposit the gold they had won. It also served as a post office and 
meeting place where men from the same area of China could 
gossip, and obtain news from their homes ^2. 
Some evidence still remains of one of these storekeeper 
'headmen', Sam Hand. He was arrested on a charge of vagrancy 
during the inter-clan dispute on the Lukinville field in 1878. His 
clansmen wrote and petitioned against his sentence : 
We beheve Sellheim punished Sam Hand as an alleged ring 
leader among his countrymen rather than as a vagrant, for 
he is well known as a married man with a large family. He 
is a storekeeper, and has a claim worth £200 at Honey 
Creek and when arrested had on his person £20 and 
jewels =3. 
Sam Hand not only had financial reserves, but also social prestige. 
Prior to this incident he had obtained the post of Chinese Inter-
preter for the local magistrate =". In this way he was able to 
represent his clan members in legal matters, as well as supervise 
them _ and profit from them economically. Sellheim was very 
damning in his assertion that the relationship between Sam Hand 
and his fellow Chinese was nothing more than an exploitative one. 
It is a notorious fact that this man, and several others, 
live by robbing their countrymen of their hard earned 
money, and when destitute urge them on to crime . . . he 
levied a weekly tribute of four shilling for every cradle 
and two shilling for each man installed by him on the 
ground unlawfully and violently taken from the Macao 
men =5. 
It was this dual aspect of benevolent concern and economic 
exploitation that most characterised the relationships between the 
leaders and the members of Chinese social organisations in Queens-
land, whether they were district groups or secret societies. 
In Queensland, the district association and the secret societies 
were organised, like the traditional Chinese benevolent associations, 
to meet life's vicissitudes in a foreign environment. They were to 
care for the aged, the sick and the unemployed among their mem-
bers. Thus the immigrant allowed himself to be absorbed into 
voluntary groups, not only because they were based on the solidarity 
and security of home ties, but also because he had the security of 
knowing he would be cared for by his countrymen in the event 
of hardship. The society leaders, however, tended to avoid their 
benevolent functions, as they distracted them from the more basic 
business of life. Also, there was a government in the Colony that 
would undertake the costs of supporting the social and economic 
liabilities amongst the Chinese community. The exploitative aspect 
of the leader-member relationship generally predominated in 
Queensland. 
In the years immediately after the Palmer rush and prior to 
the enactment of the restrictive legislation in 1878 which effec-
tively dissuaded many Chinese from emigrating, the Sheathed 
Sword Society was very powerful. As this Triad society con-
trolled the boarding houses where Chinese emigrants were kept 
prior to their departure from the ports of China they were gener-
ally blamed for all the excesses of the coolie trade 3*. The Chinese 
emigration system was a type of contract arrangement. Very few 
of the early Chinese came to the Colony on their own account. 
They were more often tied by the bondage of debt to Chinese 
capitaHsts in China or Australia. Chinese firms paid the passage 
money of the emigrant, and when he reached the Colony they 
acted as a type of giant overseer to ensure the repayment of the 
money expended on his behalf. In order to cancel his debt, the 
Chinese immigrant had to work for his creditors for one year,. At 
the same time the firms involved in this trade owned the gambling 
houses and opium dens in the Colony, and under the influence of 
these temptations some Chinese renewed their bondage. 
The largest AustraUan hong, headed by Kong Meng, was 
credited with the vast design of conducting the entire immigration 
of Chinese to North Queensland ^7. If so they would have had a 
monopoly on Chinese participation in a gold field worth £750,000 
sterling per year, and would have peopled a new country with 
grateful feUow countrymen and customers. However, Kong Meng 
repudiated the establishment of his firms further north than 
Townsville. Most of the contracting of Chinese immigrants for 
the Queensland gold fields seemed to be in the hands of a 
'coalition' firm based in Cooktown, called Hopkee. This firm was 
almost entirely dependent on the Cooktown trade and the support 
of Chinese capitaUsts in AustraUa. Chinese firms such as the 
Hong Kong Opium Guild and Jungkee, the Canton coal firm, may 
have been involved but their influence is difficult to pinpoint. In 
Chinese, Cooktown. 
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the autumn of 1876 and the spring of 1877, the Hopkee firm 
chartered each Torres Strait mail steamer as weU as many rival 
immigrant vessels to bring Chinese to the Colony. According to 
Dundas Crawford : 
The 'pigs' brought to Cooktown are chiefly collected in the 
Heongsan district of the Canton province from the agricul-
tural class, those arriving by the Torres Straits mail 
steamers being of a comparatively superior class to those 
brought by the opposition Chinese Une . . . The 'Brisbane' 
mail steamer . . . carried at least two hundred picked men 
out of about five hundred, organised in batches of ten or 
twelve, one employer having a gang of thirty-eight, including 
slaves ^8. 
Headmen accompanied the immigrants on their voyage ^'>. Some-
times the Headmen themselves were the creditors of the labourers, 
but more often they were agents for a large employer of labour. 
The mining captains in charge of the 'contracts' were generally 
from Macao, and had had experience in either Victoria or Cali-
fornia. On the voyage out, they had to purchase the tickets for 
their men and maintain order, once in the Colony they had to find 
them employment and supervise them until they had paid their 
debt. 
Because the early immigrants were bound to the Chinese 
merchant by debt, and by the loyalties of their societies, they 
were peculiarly subject to exploitation. Chinese slaves and bonds-
men were used by their Chinese owners and masters as cheap pack 
animals for the conveyance of rice and provisions to the gold fields. 
Each immigrant was burdened with a full sack to carry on his back 
over hilly, desolate and almost shelterless country. Many of them 
died from what they called 'ankle vapours', a progressive swelling 
of the limbs, supposedly caused by the weight of their loads coupled 
with a lack of nourishment ^°. In 1876 The Queenslander com-
mented on the : 
starvation, disease and death to which a large section of 
these people were reduced . . . both in their camps and 
along the tracks between Cooktown and the diggings . . . 
Dead bodies in a far advanced state of decomposition have 
been found in and around Edwardstown. Even now we 
learn that they are begging on the roadside, many poor 
wretches stricken with leg disease, may be seen crawling 
about the Palmerville and Edwardstown thoroughfares on 
all fours"". 
However, after construction of roads and transport to the diggings, 
the merchants no longer had any need to work their labourers in 
such a fashion. 
In fact, under the influence of Australian cotiditions, with 
the attraction of higher wages without debt, many labourers 
deserted their contract. Unless his labourers were of their own 
Interior, Breakfast Creek Joss House, 1886. 
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kin the merchants often found that the labourers would continually 
harass them with fresh demands on their purse. A small propor-
tion of the labourers were slaves sold in China into a life bondage. 
One would expect their conditions to be bad. Yet, Crawford 
claimed that they 'complain not so much of their condition as of 
their master's improvidence in casting their lot where there is so 
little return for great risks' '^^. The slave represented interest on 
an outlay of capital and for that reason his master was more 
inclined to further his interests at the expense of his contracted 
labourers, for it was in his interest to keep his 'contracts' in debt 
for as long as possible. 
Employers were always prepared to foster the indebtedness 
of their workers by loaning money and extending credit in the dry 
season to bonded miners. Also, they often had interests in 
gambling houses where the temptations of fan-tan often relieved 
men of their hard won earnings. Although card playing was 
popular among the Chinese, the best loved entertainment was the 
Cantonese lottery, 'Pidgeon Catching'. Tickets cost sixpence and 
with this it was possible to win £80. 
At every quarter of an hour's relaxation the clerk will 
leave his abacus, the doctor his simples, and the passing 
digger loiter to an angle for the prize. All day long the 
excitement increases, till by nightfall two continual streams 
of men will be seen slinking under the shadows to and 
from the 'pidgeon' bank. The bank, owned by local shop-
keepers, and established in some guild or apothecary's shop, 
normally breaks on a run of £200 ''^ 
The wholesale involvement of the Chinese community in gambling 
meant that those in control stood to make a large amount of money 
from this. W. R. O. Hill claimed that the Chinese 'would be 
fleeced to their last Penny' in these gambling houses and would 
then 'resort to crime''"'. 
Opium smoking was indulged in so ostentatiously in Aus-
tralia that it conveyed the impression that there was a much larger 
consumption of the drug than the import figures would suggest '•^. 
For those who wanted the drug, it was expensive. The merchants 
were able to maintain the high prices because the chief importers 
were connected with the ring of traders who purchased the Hong 
Kong monopoly. The opium sold at the gold fields was of an 
inferior quaUty and although Ijjiis provoked a general complaint, 
the merchants claimed that the expensive and superior kinds would 
only sell at the centres of trade. The Chinese were usually forced 
to club together to buy a tin of opium, the price of which was 
sixteen shillings "*. 
The profits of the merchants were nowhere more obvious 
than on the staple food of the Chinese, rice '•''. This cost five 
pence per pound. The merchants made a profit to twopence for 
every pound weight. The poorer Chinese were paying on their 
principal article of food a Government duty of nearly cost price 
and to the merchant a profit of over seventy per cent. The average 
Chinese miner had to economise by eking out his pound of rice 
in congee, rice gruel. 
Despite this exploitation of his weaknesses and his servitude 
the average Chinese was generally able to pay off his bond and 
make some money for himself to take home to China. He often 
developed quite extravagant tastes soon after his arrival. His 
dress, often Australian, became imperceptibly better, and he spent 
increasingly more on play activities. It was only the still-bonded 
labourer whose shoes remained of straw, and whose luxuries con-
sisted of 'pickled cabbage and jerked pork'. Most of the Chinese 
here had better lives than they would have had in China and if 
they continued to work hard they could assure themselves that 
their later years back home could be more comfortable. An air 
of optimism pervaded the whole Chinese community. 
Although the relationships between the Chinese of different 
levels of the hierarchical ladder were often exploitative, those 
between members occupying the same rung were usually collabora-
tive. The profits of the Chinese merchants, which appeared so 
large, were reduced to an ordinary business percentage by being 
spread over a number of agents, consignees, retailers and brokers. 
Also, the merchant would always buy from his hong brother, rather 
than from a stranger in a cheaper market. He had to extend credit 
to many of his workers when mining prospects were gloomy and 
often had to sell out at a loss. He had to give credit to the 
members of his district clubs, to dependants who were unwilling 
to work, and to captains of mining guilds in which he was inter-
ested. The oath of the Sheathed Sword Society also pledged its 
members to honour the debts of a 'brother'. Thus, when Mr. 
Atherton of the Barron VaUey found himself owed a debt of 
£12/10/- by a Chinese gardener who had left the district, he was 
Palmer Coach leaving Cooktown. 
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surprised to find that the new Chinese gardeners were prepared 
to clear their countrymen's debt"». 
Chinese in the same occupations also used their combinations 
to assure for themselves better working conditions. Chinese labour 
guilds had often had recourse to the weapon of strikes to obtain 
better conditions. In the same way, in the late 1840s Chinese 
rural labourers demonstrated their dissatisfaction with their con-
tracts. The Chinese on Canning Downs Station are said to have 
adopted quite a sensational approach"'. They armed themselves 
with shear blades, and, arrayed in military formation, captured the 
vegetable hut and made their demands. The Chinese not only 
opposed the discrimination of their European employers but also 
that meted out by Chinese bosses. A large group of them downed 
tools when they failed to receive their pay from Andrew Leon at 
the Hop Wah plantation ^°. A riot occurred and the fifteen head-
men were arrested, tried and eventually sent back to work. 
In order to force the hands of the authorities the Chinese 
labour guilds also employed the tactic of boycotting. In Queens-
land there were two outstanding examples of the utilisation of the 
strategy by the Chinese community ^i. They objected strongly to 
the increased import duty levied on rice and to the higher price 
charged for a mining and business licence for the Chinese. To 
show their displeasure with the fee on rice the Chinese almost 
entirely ceased to use it until the price was lowered. The question 
of the gold and business licences provoked a more serious dis-
content. On the advice of prominent Chinese in Hong Kong the 
Chinese merchants in Queensland petitioned the Emperor of China. 
They advised him that the Gold Fields Act of 1877 constituted a 
breach of the Treaty of Tientsin which he had concluded with 
Britain. As this complaint failed to effect any results they organ-
ised a non-cooperation campaign. The miners had only to say 
'no savee' or 'haven't got any money' whenever they were told to 
present their licence. This campaign was very successful, as on 
the Palmer field only 345 licences were issued to Chinese miners 
in the first half of 1878, compared to the 5,404 issued in the 
second half of that year when the price was lowered ^2. 
As well as concerning themselves with the economic life of 
their countrymen the leaders of the Chinese societies had a 
benevolent social function to perform. In Queensland, these 
welfare duties were often overlooked and had to be attended to 
by the local authorities. In Cooktown, clubs where members of 
the same family and guild groups met to smoke tobacco and drink 
tea soon changed their philanthropical facade. The caterers sold 
opium and erected dormitories for those who smoked the drug. 
Fan-tan tables and a lottery bank were added to the principal 
room. Rooms originally designed for the charitable lodging of 
the poor came to be reserved for visitors only. 
The Sheathed Sword Society had always been associated with 
one of the most important benevolent functions in the Chinese 
community, the public regard for defraying the costs and perform-
ing the rites of burial for the dead. The Foktingtong (funeral 
hall) in Cooktown belonged to this society. It, however, became 
a teahouse, and the Colonial authorities had to see to most of the 
Chinese burials ^^ . The same situation existed at the gold fields. 
The Warden of Edwardstown stated in a letter to the Colonial 
Secretary : 
As a rule the moment a Chinese is at the point of death 
his countrymen will leave him and consequently many 
bodies are left unburied until discovered by passers by ^'*. 
In some cases the Chinese were not buried because they were with 
Chinese who did not belong to their society. Thus on one occasion 
on the Palmer field the Warden called the Chinese doctor there to 
bury a Chinese who had drowned. However, the doctor disclaimed 
all responsibility as the dead man 'was not one of his countrymen, 
but was connected with other Chinese under a different Chinese 
doctor' ^^ . The large number of small work parties of Chinese on 
the gold fields made it difficult to define the areas of responsibili-
ties of the different groups. Also, burying the dead was a function 
that distracted from their one aim, the winning of their fortune. 
One notable Chinese funeral conducted by the Sheathed Sword 
Society was described by Dundas Crawford. In 1878 three Chinese 
were accidentally drowned in the bay at Cooktown. That night 
lamps were placed on the ground at the Garden of Gold Valleys. 
About midnight, under a splendid moon . . . a devotee of 
the Sheathed Sword Society went forth to cry the last 
lament; and no savage war cry could surpass the wierd 
unearthliness of those yeUs and intonations, which alone 
the ghost can hear and understand. During the next day 
in the miners' guild hall of 'Perpetual Peace', a lamp was 
burning in broad daylight before a small shrine placed 
upon the ground and dedicated to the 'Tranquillisation for 
(the dead) of the influence of earth' 5*. 
Other examples of the Chinese community's concern for their dead 
were given by the large number of exhumation petitions sent to 
the Colonial Secretary to request the removal and return of Chinese 
remains to their homeland. Most of the requests came from kin-
folk of the deceased. One petitioner, Yat Lan, wrote : 
My own and the deceased's relatives have sent for the 
remains by a special messenger appointed for the purpose 
of carrying his remains to China. It being one of the prin-
cipal tenets of our 'Faith' to, if possible, have our remains 
conveyed back to our native land ^^. 
On other issues of social welfare the Chinese societies showed 
notable lack of concern. Although examples do exist of their care 
of the imbeciles, the sick and the destitute amongst their members, 
they are rare ^^. Generally reports on their community alluded to 
their inhumanity. M. O'Donohue, the Clerk of Petty Sessions at 
Geraldton, reported one of the most outstanding cases. A Chinese 
suffering from a form of ringworm that disfigured him was forced 
to 'crawl about from place to place among the Chinese quarters 
begging for something to eat, [and] even those of his countrymen 
who are disposed to give him a meal, throw it on the ground for 
him to pick up as best he can' ^'. 
Although in the field of social welfare the Chinese societies 
were not particularly active, they figured very prominently in the 
legal sphere. The Chinese camps had their own system of arbitra-
tion and punishment *°. Thieving was frowned upon, culprits 
having been found tied to a stake in a rising river. Offences were 
tried first by the arbitration of the Headmen. If this failed, the 
dispute was then referred to a general meeting of the organisation 
to which the disputants belonged. Advocates were heard on both 
sides and after the evidence had been freely canvassed, a verdict 
was given by acclamation. Fines varied from the payment of the 
evening's costs to a substantial forced contribution. Any party 
still aggrieved could then resort to the Colonial courts. 
Even when the issue came before the Colonial courts the 
Chinese communities still exerted a deal of influence. Tam Sie, 
one of the most prominent merchants in Queensland, related in his 
memoirs an incident in which the rival Chinese group sought to 
penalise him for his part against one of their members in a case. 
A group of Chinese had been arrested at the Goondi plantation, as 
they had assaulted the manager when he told them to return to 
work. Tam Sie was summoned to act as Court Interpreter. The 
arrested men belonged to a different dialect grouping and he told 
the Magistrate that he could not understand them. The Magistrate, 
Captain Goodal, was not particularly partial to the Chinese and 
refused to replace Tam Sie, as he said the men were guilty anyway. 
They were sentenced to six months imprisonment. According to 
Tam Sie, the result was that : 
over two hundred of those men's countrymen accused me 
of being the means of having those men sent to gaol, and 
further, wanted me to appeal to the Magistrate to have 
them released . . . These men became more insistent every 
day causing me untold trouble, that at last I gave instruc-
tions to my Solicitors to take out eight Warrants on those 
who could understand a little English, the result was these 
men were bound over to keep the peace and leave me 
alone for Four Years. Those Warrants had the effect of 
bringing to Homebush a number of men of the same dialect 
from all parts of North Queensland " . 
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Presumably these extra men from the same district group as the 
convicted Goondi labourers settled there so as to protect the 
interests of their society members. 
The communities operated to shield criminals among them-
selves from the Colonial Authorities. The Police Magistrate in 
Maytown claimed that it was 'next to impossible to detect a crime 
amongst the Chinese' '=. In one case, James Chian, a leader of 
the Maryborough Chinese reported that a Chinaman, Johnny, had 
been murdered after a gambling dispute by another Chinaman, 
Deong *3. The associates of Deong had witnessed the crime and 
had buried the body, and 'promised not to tell anything for fear 
Deong should die'. Deong was eventuaUy convicted when the 
body was discovered on the evidence of James Chian. The case 
became polarised around the interests of the Maryborough Chinese 
(the associates of Chian), and the Gayndah Chinese, who were 
connected with Deong. A. T. Linedale, in his reminiscences on 
the Herberton district, referred to a case involving the Chinese 
societies there'". Four Chinese were arrested and were to be 
taken to Cooktown for their trial. On the way they camped near 
a Chinese garden. The next morning the prisoners had dis-
appeared. The Chinese gardener had hidden them as they were 
important members of his society. He offered to replace them 
with four other coolies who were quite prepared to undergo a 
term of imprisonment and the prospect of a reward from the 
original prisoners when they were released. 
The most common way in which the Chinese societies in-
volved themselves in legal matters was through the medium of 
their detectives and interpreters. In Queensland the linguists 
enjoyed in the popular mind somewhat the same dignity and 
responsibUity that attached to a ti-pao, or to the sheriff of a 
borough in China. 
If a fracas occurred in a teashop, or a watch be missed 
from the pocket of an opium sleeper, it is the interpreter 
to whom the Chinese community looks for the punishment 
of the law-breakers, and on his head falls the blame when 
a thief eludes the police. Totally unconnected as he is with 
the execution of the law, the interpreter is regarded by his 
compatriots not merely as the representative of the Gov-
ernment, but of that particular form of Government, other 
than which they cannot imagine, the system of gradated 
responsibUity. That suspicions should be occasionally 
bruited of the favouritism shown by the interpreter to 
members of his clan or his club foUows naturally from 
the bitter social animosities of the communities <>^. 
SimUarly the position of detective was considered highly prestigious, 
and was much sought after. One vacancy for this post was so 
much in demand that a special qualification had to be added. The 
candidate had to be the one most easily recognisable. The choice 
feU to the person most pitted with smallpox scars **. The Chinese 
detective was also very susceptible to the offers of pecuniary advan-
tages and to the conflicting ties of clan loyalties. It was a post 
that could bring unpopularity to the person, particularly after a 
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gambling raid. Despite these individual drawbacks, these 
positions remained the most effective means by which the Chinese 
societies secured the interests of their members at the expense of 
the justice meted out by the non-Chinese authority. 
Few of the Chinese ever attained a position of political 
prominence in Queensland. Yet in their own society the leaders 
came to be considered the political representatives of their people. 
They kept the Colonial authorities aware of the grievances of their 
societies by means of petitions. The subject matter of these 
petitions varied greatly. They criticised the lack of police pro-
tection on the gold fields ", the increased charges for exhumations 
at Cooktown cemetery *«, and the general treatment that was 
accorded them in Queensland *'. 
In these petitions the Chinese merchants seemed to lay the 
blame for the failure of their community to adapt to Queensland 
on the colonists themselves. One memorial sent from the Chinese 
in Mackay stated : 
The labouring class of your petitioner's countrymen ask 
only what is just when, rather than work or live under 
oppression, they solicit at the hands of your Honorable 
Government a free passage back to their own country and 
a refund of the price paid by them for admission into this 
Colony 70. 
Certainly the antipathy of the colonist was a very important factor 
in discouraging many Chinese from remaining in Queensland. The 
Chinese community was disadvantaged by a particularly inflexible 
and unpleasant stereotype. They were cast as untiring and unfeel-
ing servile labourers who would oust the European from his job; 
as the sensual Asiatic who indulged in 'loathsome practices' and 
used his wily ways to tempt unsuspecting and inevitably irmocent 
white women into his opium-fiUed lair; and also as a carrier of 
hideous diseases which should wipe out the flowering manhood 
of the Colony. These impressions were well publicised in the 
burgeoning Labour press, which took the Anti-Chinese movement 
as its own. Constant reading of these stereotypes added force to 
the attitudes and actions of the colonists. There were two crisis 
periods in the anti-Chinese movement in Queensland. The first 
occurred in the early years of the Palmer rush before any legislation 
had been passed to discourage large scale Chinese immigration. 
When the appropriate legislation had been passed, the anti-Chinese 
movement died down as quickly as it had arisen. The same pat-
tern emerged during 1887 and 1888 when the visit of a Chinese 
delegation to the Colony was interpreted as the arrival of the 
advance guard in a new and larger wave of Chinese immigration ^i. 
Their visit coincided with a Chinese occupational changeover in 
the Colony itself. The Chinese had exhausted the alluvial gold 
workings and were desirous of more permanent employment. 
They moved to the urban centres and became involved in occupa-
tions such as furniture manufacturing in which they proved to be 
formidable competitors with Europeans. In these years the 
Chinese were subjected to campaigns of verbal and physical abuse. 
Yet once the threat was withdrawn the anti-Chinese feeling dropped 
to a minimum level and they once more became strange but toler-
able 'colonists'. The anti-Chinese movement in Queensland really 
only asserted itself in those two major periods. For the rest of 
the time, it remained a latent force which could briefly spark if 
the occasion demanded. It is for this reason that it is inaccurate 
to see it as the sole determinant in Chinese non-assimilation in 
Queensland. 
In assessing the reasons for the faUure of assimUation, greater 
weight should be given to the erosion in the functions and loyalties 
of their own societies. In his study of the absorption of new 
immigrants into Israel, G. N. Eisenstadt stressed the importance of 
the elite group among the new arrivals 72. Elites interpret and 
communicate the ultimate social values, and serve as symbols of 
security for the immigrant. Thus if the elite group is compatible 
with the general orientations of the new society, the immigrant, 
through his attachment to the elite group, wUl have a simplified 
assimUation process to undergo. The Chinese was particularly 
dependent on the elites and it would have been through their 
example and intervention that the Chinese would best have adapted. 
However, in Queensland, the leaders failed to concern themselves 
in any benevolent way with their poorer countrymen. In the 
overriding interests of making their fortune, they took Uttle trouble 
to ease the adaptation of their fellows. The average Chinese 
immigrant relied on his leaders and the voluntary associations he 
had contact with to provide him with employment, social service 
benefits, legal redress, political representation and protection from 
any overt interference from the non-Chinese authority. In 
Queensland, the Chinese associations performed these functions as 
the exception rather than as the rule. The immigrants were forced 
increasingly to rely on the Colonial authorities as the source of 
power and assistance, yet they were stUl tied by locality, language 
and custom to the own community leaders and organisations. The 
Chinese, enmeshed as they were in the disintegration of their own 
communal organisations, were therefore unable to cope with the 
ill-treatment and abuse that were meted out to them on occasions 
by the Europeans. 
The Chinese arrived in the Colony as part of a highly organised 
and independent society but they left as individuals distinguished 
only by whether they had succeeded or failed to ensure themselves 
of comfort for the rest of their days in China. Most of them had 
not been concerned to make a life for themselves in Queensland, 
and, although their sojourn in that Colony had changed their way 
of life and perhaps questioned some of their loyalties, it would 
probably not represent anything but an interlude in their lives. 
Interior, Joss House, Innisfail. 
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